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Abstract 
This work focuses on the living experience of elderly and disabled people who represent groups 
of population at risk of marginalisation: they are likely considered to be unable to take part in the 
so called active life which generally shapes the construction of identity in adulthood. Yet, in 
terms of social capital and cohesion the participation of elderly and disabled people can offer 
great treasure for every community.Thus, this dissertation aims to reveal living experiences of 
elderly people by considering not only ‘sane’ senior citizens, but also by comparing their 
subjective constructions with those of elderly people with lifelong intellectual disabilities. The 
intention is to explore their personal strategies of social participation, their embeddedness in 
social networks and the availability of resources they activate in case of need. The outcomes of 
this study aim to enrich theory, as well as to reveal crucial mandates for social services and 
policies. 
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1. The research project and its design 
The present paper aims to depict the structure and contents of the first draft of the dissertation ‘Social 
participation and social engagement of elderly people’, delivering a brief overview of the underpinning theoretical 
frameworks and the overall research strategies. 
*  Corresponding name:Sylvia Rainer. Tel.: +39-328-0822288  
   E-mail address: sylvia.rainer@education.unibz.it 
781 Sylvia Rainer /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  780 – 785 
1.1. The core issues  
This dissertation focuses on the living experiences of senior citizens who are viewed as groups of population at 
multiple risk of marginalisation. Indeed, they are likely considered to be unable to take part in the so called active 
life which generally shapes the construction of identity in adulthood. 
Against this background, the overall aim of this research project is to explore the lived realities of elderly people 
focusing not exclusively on the aging population in general, but also on people with lifelong intellectual disabilities 
in old age. In this context the focal point of the study lies on their strategies of participating and contributing to 
society as well as on the social spaces and resources they enjoy within their communities. 
Since the phenomenon of ageing of people with intellectual disabilities has occurred only quite recently, not 
many studies have yet been conducted on the specific situation of these senior citizens, their needs and 
representations. Indeed, their experiences related to social participation and network embeddedness appear to be still 
under-theorised. Notwithstanding, from the analysis of these issues there may arise questions of crucial relevance 
for social work theory and practice as well as for social policy. 
1.2. Theoretical background 
The following sections will briefly present the theoretical frameworks and research findings this dissertation is 
grounded in.  
1.2.1. Social participation 
The overall conceptualisation of social participation within this dissertation is based on the assumption that social 
participation entails social contact, contributing resources to society as well as receiving resources from society 
(Levasseur et al. 2010:2147, with reference to Mars et al. 2008). Thus, the concept entails different forms and levels 
of active engagement as well as community belonging and network embeddedness.  
1.2.2. Social capital 
The concept of social participation is tightly bound to the notion of social capital which is discussed within this 
dissertation with reference to the following scholars: Bourdieu (1983,1993), Putnam (1995, 2001), Coleman (1988, 
2005), Portes (1996, 2000), Hyyppä and Mäki (2003), Smith and Kulynych (2002), Svendsen and Svendsen (2003, 
2006), Molyneux (2002), Bezanson (2006), Braun (2010), Pizzorno (1999). 
The examination of social capital theories delivers a description of the conceptual development of the notion and 
the ground breaking conceptualisations operated by the most influent scholars in this field. The attention is drawn on 
the relevance of social capital for individuals and communities, but also on its potential problematic implications. 
Further, the appropriateness of the notion itself is discussed, particularly by pointing out the potential ideological 
implications of the term ‘capital’. Indeed, it is originally rooted in economic sciences, implies a reference to 
capitalism and may therefore convey its principles to the social field (Smith and Kulynych 2002:154ff.). Such 
critical reflections, in conjunction with the breadth and adaptability of the term, lead to the necessity to 
operationalize the conception for the purpose of this dissertation.  
Indeed, this dissertation grounds on the acknowledgement of the intrinsic value of human existence in all its 
variety and richness. It therefore rejects the colonisation of the social field by market-led and profit-oriented logics. 
Thus, the usage of the term ‘social capital’ within this research project grounds in the attentive consciousness of its 
potential ideological impacts and critical facets. 
Further, in light of the core issues of network embeddedness and participation, this research project encompasses 
social capital in its network based dimension. Hence, the study is concerned with exploring the various forms of 
social capital, in terms of resources that can be gained by virtue of being embedded in social relationships and that 
can turn meaningful in shaping identity and social roles within community. 
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1.2.3. Mandates for social work and social policies 
From the theories and research findings presented in the foregoing, it is possible to deduce a wide array of 
mandates that social work theory and practice as well as social policies should acknowledge as crucial in order to 
foster the development of social participation. 
In sum, the mandates at a political level encompass the recognition of social engagement, participation and full 
inclusion in all aspects of life as fundamental human rights. Thus, fostering participation entails guaranteeing justice 
of opportunities and basic social security within a democratic organisation of society and economy, as well as the 
creation of age-friendly social and physical environments, while recognizing the right of citizens to share their living 
space throughout the whole course of life. 
Against this background, the mandates for social theory and practice can be identified in fostering user 
engagement, user empowerment and capacity building. In this sense, participation is a characteristic of social service 
delivery, social service development and evaluation. Social work theory and practice needs to acknowledge and 
foster the right to users’ autonomy and self- determination. In a similar vein, research shall be of participative nature 
acknowledging the multiplicity of knowledge sources and ways of knowledge construction (references: Ferguson 
2004, Rozanova 2012, Svendsen 2006, Biesecker 2000, Böhnisch and Schröer 2004, Lloyd 2006, Priestley et al. 
2010, Molyneux 2002, Postle and Beresford 2007, Tritter and McCallum 2006, Kendrick 2010, Gojová and 
Nedêlníková 2010, Roets and Van Hove 2003). 
1.2.4. A discourse on social justice and capabilities 
Theorising social participation and community life raises the question of vital values and principles individuals 
and groups refer to when they live together, develop and share common resources. Hence, the issues discussed 
within this dissertation imply the reference to an underpinning idea of social justice, equality and human rights. 
Indeed, this dissertation is mainly grounded in the theoretical framework developed by Martha Nussbaum (2010) 
who tightly connects her theory of social justice to issues regarding ageing and disabilities. In fact, her theoretical 
framework holds the need of giving and receiving care in its centre. Against this background, it is founded on the 
dignity of every single individual and on the development of everyone’s capabilities. 
What is more, Nussbaum suggests assessing society not simply by referring to the amount of material richness it 
offers to their members, but by taking into consideration to what extent society enables people to carry out an array 
of important activities related, for instance, to mobility or participation in political life. Also these issues appear to 
be of vital relevance for senior citizens and people with intellectual disabilities. 
1.2.5. Ageing as a sociological concept 
Sociological theories take into account various dimensions of ageing: the biological age, psychic and social age, 
whereby ageing is to be viewed as an important dimension of social structures. This dissertation intends to reveal the 
social significance of ageing, exploring how age is socially constructed, what social expectations and roles are 
attached to ageing and what forms of ageism elderly people need to face.  
In this context, this work draws attention on the process of ageing of people with intellectual disabilities, whereby 
both similarities to the process of ageing within the general population and specific issues connected to late life and 
intellectual disabilities are emphasised. 
The aim is to outline some data concerning mortality and issues of physical health among people with 
disabilities, but also psychological and cognitive health aspects (references: Evans 2002, Schäfer 2006, Giddens 
1999, Bourdieu 1993, Silverstein and Giarrusso 2011, Gallino 2011, Kruse 2005, Bengtson 2011, Krueger and 
Degen 2006). 
1.2.6. Intersectionality theories 
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This dissertation is based on the assumption that people with intellectual disability in an advanced age need to be 
considered as groups of populations with potentially double or even multiple risk of disadvantage. Indeed, both old 
age and intellectual disabilities represent dimensions of social inequality, and the same is to be said of gender. 
In this context, the so called ‘intersectionality theories’ are discussed as a theoretical background (MacCall 2005, 
Hancock 2007, 2011, Crenshaw 1991, Walby et al. 2012, Roseberry 2011, Sargeant 2011, Hankivsky and Cormier 
2011, Winker and Degele 2011). 
In sum, taking into account intersectionality theories appears to be valuable insofar as this approach permits to 
explore group identities and experiences without ignoring ‘within-group’ diversities. Indeed, the aim of this research 
project is to capture the lived realities of elderly people, avoiding to consider them as a homogeneous group and 
valuing their peculiar experiences at the intersection of age, disabilities and gender. 
2. An empirical research amongst elderly people with and without intellectual disabilities 
2.1. Research questions 
With the purpose of exploring the forms and levels of social participation of elderly people, this study will be 
conducted both at an individual and a community level.  
a) Research questions at an individual level 
At an individual level, the underpinning interest lies in exploring how elderly people construct meaning over their 
course of life and which strategies they develop in everyday life in order to take part in their social environment, to 
express and develop themselves within their community. Thus, the concrete research questions will be: 
− What are the representations of elderly people regarding their courses of life? 
− How do elderly people experience the process of ageing, the transition into a new life period and the 
related changes in everyday life and everyday needs? 
− How do these experiences influence social relationships, the density of social networks and the 
forms/possibilities of social participation? 
b) The community level  
The assumption the present work is based on is that the more people are dependent and the more they have 
functional disabilities, the less society offers them opportunities to participate and to engage in social life. Thus, 
from a community perspective, the research questions are concerned with the following issues: 
− To what extent elderly or disabled people are perceived as community members who can return favours 
given by others? 
− To what extent ageing and disabilities can be considered as determinants of social inequality in society?  
− Which opportunities are offered by community to sustain elderly people with disabilities in developing 
community belonging, active engagement and reciprocity? 
− What hinders social participation, what kind of socially determined and constructed barriers do elderly 
and disabled people have to deal with?  
2.2. Research subjects, field and context  
The central aim of this research project is to involve predominantly elderly people themselves as central research 
subjects giving them voice throughout the whole research process. For the purpose of valuing the diversity of living 
situations in later life, the interviewees will consist both of people living in their own homes and in residential 
homes. 
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It is important to point out that this dissertation does not at all ground in the assumption of homogeneity among 
the group of elderly people or people with disabilities. Hence, the intention is to focus on individual experiences 
without undermining or relativizing them by placing too much attention on group characteristics. Thus, the aim is to 
apply a research approach which is appropriate to capture the wide array of subjective experiences. 
2.3. Research strategies, methods and techniques 
The overall approach of this research project will be of qualitative nature, whereby the focus will be set on the 
collection of life histories.  
In this context, this work will be designed as a participative research project. Thus, the intention is to build a 
scientific advisory board, constituted by a group of elderly people, who will accompany and supervise the whole 
research process. The members of the scientific advisory board will have a determining role in the development of 
the concrete research questions, in the development of a pre-test and of the processes of data gathering, analysis and 
interpretation. 
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